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River, Woods and Town
The Sheepscot River rises from Hogback Ridge in Waldo County
and flows south some fifty miles to the ocean. Wiscasset lies on the
west bank, fourteen miles upstream from the open waters of the Atlan
tic. From the wide unobstructed entrance up to Wiscasset Harbor the
channel of the Sheepscot is never less than 60 feet and at its narrowest
the river is eight hundred feet wide between the wooded shores. Sailing
ships had ample room for maneuvering and a safe harbor at Wiscasset,
and the woods that sweep around the town to this day provided a most
profitable cargo for the 18th century salt and spar trade - timber out
ward bound to Europe and cargoes of salt on the return. Together the
woods and the river made Wiscasset, soon after the Revolution, the
busiest port east of Boston, and the woods and rivers are still treasured
assets of the town.
Wiscasset has been the Shire town of Lincoln County since 1794.
The name “ Wiscasset” was officially adopted in 1802. Before that it
was called “ The Outlet,” “ The Point,” and “ Wiscasset Point.” Where
did the name come from and what does it mean? It is probably the
anglicizing of “ Whitacasche,” a spelling used when the land vvas con
veyed from the Indians to an Englishman, George Davie, in 1664. There
have been several suggestions as to the meaning: “ Meeting of Three
Rivers,” “ Out of the Little Outlet,” and “ Place of the Yellow Pines.”
Whatever the meaning, there is no other town so named. It is the only
Wiscasset in the world.
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History
The first recorded attempt at a settlement in Wiscasset was in 1660
when the brothers George and John Davie arrived with two
Massachusetts men. They built cabins near the site of the Old Gaol and
started homesteading and fishing.
. our miles up tne river by the falls there were already about fifty
families in the hamlet of Sheepscot Farms. From Sheepscot Farms to
the ocean at Pemaquid, a straight distance of fourteen miles over land
and water, there were by 1665 perhaps fifteen hundred settlers in all.
The country was filling up: life along this section of Middle Coast Maine
looked mighty promising but then disaster struck. The Indians in 1675
took to the warpath. This first war lasted but two years, smoldering
low and flaring suddenly according to the seasons and the mood of
the Indians. There was, however, fighting off and on for nearly a cen
tury. Complete peace did not return until the fall of Quebec to the
English in 1759 and of Montreal in 1760.
Every American school child finds this period in American history
fascinating. All that pillaging, burning, scalping, and killing! Our sym
pathies are, of course, with the settlers but we should understand why
the savages hated the whites.
We need not go into a detailed discussion of the causes of the In
dian Wars. About a century ago the Rev. David Cushman published
his history of the area. The good Reverend sides with the colonists but
he describes two incidents which indicate what the Indians had to con
tend with. “ Some English [and we were all English then] sailors one
day overtook a canoe on the Saco River with a mother and child in
it. The sailors had believed, or professed to, along with others, that
an Indian child could not be drowned; but if thrown overboard would
swim readily as a duck. Sportively they upset the canoe. The mother
could swim but the child sank to the bottom. The husband and father
was the far-famed Indian chief Squanto. It is not surprising that he
became an implacable foe of the whites.”
And he continues: “ The Indians at a great price purchased from
the settlers a ‘big gun’, a cannon which they had never seen before.
They wished to know how to use it. The English told them to first put
the powder in - then a few dry leaves - then small stones and sand and
pounded brick and almost anything they could get into the muzzle, and
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then they must ram it down hard, and keep doing so till it was full to
the muzzle; and then they must all get around it and touch it off. All
this the simple-minded savages most religiously observed - the match
was put to the powder - the design of the English was accomplished
- the explosion took place - the cannon was burst - pieces of it, together
with sand, stones, and other missiles flew in every direction - many of
the Indians were killed - more were wounded - and horror and vengeance
seized the minds of all. They saw the trick - it could not be forgiven
- they resolved on the extermination of the settlement. So the settlers
fled, and as they departed, they could smell the smoke of their burning
hovels.”
The original settlers and their families in Wiscasset either were kill
ed or escaped early in the Wars. Their cabins were of course burned.
There is no record of any attempt to resettle until the arrival of Robert
Hooper in 1729. He came to stay, bringing with him his wife, children,
cattle, tools, and enough fruit trees to plant an orchard. He built a cabin
in the shadow of a great rock on the west side of what is now Water
Street and proceeded to farm, fish and hunt. In the course of time a
garrison fort was built on the great rock as a refuge for the settlers
and ever since that site has been known as Fort Hill.
With the advent of the Hooper family and for the rest of the cen
tury there was a steady influx of settlers to this section of Maine bet
ween the Kennebec and the Sheepscot Rivers. The land was well
timbered, the soil reasonably fertile, and the rivers teemed with fish.
These factors were important in the development of commerce with
foreign ports.
Colonization and development of the so-called ‘‘Sugar Islands”
of the West Indies eventually provided a wide-open market for New
England traders. The island of Barbados is a case in point. By the year
1660, 80% of the island’s land area was devoted to raising sugar cane.
Clearing land for the crop involved widespread deforestation and an
increasing need for a larger slave population to handle the backbreak
ing labor.
Shortage of wood for construction and lesser purposes and the need
for cheap food for slaves provided a bonanza for the colonies of New
England. Cod and mackerel, plentiful off the New England coast, were
salted for cheap food for the slaves. Wood products in heavy demand
included board-lumber, shingles, barrel staves, and hogsheads for water,
sugar, molasses, and rum.
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Wiscasset was a Johnny-Come-Latelv in entering the West Indies
and European trade, but demand for her products was very much alive
when her men and ships sailed down the Sheepscot to the open sea.
That she took full advantage can be seen from the increasing valuation
placed on the town and its vessels. In 1784 the property value is said
to have been $78,000; at the time of the Embargo Act in 1807 value
of real and personal property is recorded as being $845,000.
By 1807 Europe was prostrate before Napolean and its coast
declared under blockade by his edicts. In 1810 the Wiscasset ship
Cleopatra, Capt. Jonathan Edwards Scott, cleared London with a full
cargo of English goods for St. Petersburg. She was captured by a Danish
gunboat and taken to Copenhagen where she was judged “ good prize.”
The captain and crew were returned to England and eventually to
Wiscasset. Cleopatra’s owners lost all - vessel and cargo. The probable
worth of such a capture can be illustrated by a prize taken during the
War of 1812. The American Privateer Fox captured the British brig
Belise, and from the auction of this vessel and its cargo the owners of
the Fox were enriched by $205,927.78.
By 1791 there were owned at Wiscasset 30 full-rigged ships and
many barks, brigs, sloops, and schooners aggregating 10,000 tons of
shipping. At this date the tonnage shipped from this port exceeded that
from any port north of Boston. To handle the commerce six long
wharves were added to the docks lining the foreshore. These wharves,
bearing warehouses, extended more than 200 feet out to the channel.
The Embargo Act of 1807 brought all shipping to a standstill. This
legislation forbade trade with a foreign country and required a bond
be posted guaranteeing an American vessel leaving port would discharge
its cargo at one of our own ports. During 1807 the Customs House
at Wiscasset issued 62 clearances; in 1808 it issued but 2, and those
to small coasters.
Wiscasset’s wealth lay at anchor, swinging to and fro in the tides,
gathering weed and rot. As months of inactivity passed the top-masts
and yards were sent down, the jibbooms housed, and the running rigg
ing unrove and stowed below decks. The tops of the lower masts were
protected by upended tar barrels. These were called “ Jefferson’s night
caps.” This condition prevailed all along the eastern seaboard.
Unemployment became rampant; within a month eleven mercantile
houses in Portland stopped payment; the situation became critical and
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New England, strongly against embargo from the beginning, eventual
ly forced the Congress to rescind the trade restrictions. Unfortunately
for Wiscasset many of her older vessels were found to be unseaworthy
by then and the War of 1812, following so closely thereafter, caused
further attrition to her merchant fleet.
But these catastrophes were not the only reason for Wiscasset’s
decline as a shipping center. An historic change was taking place in
the District of Maine. Heretofore, Wiscasset had been the market town
for that section of the Province now encompassed by the counties of
Sagadahoc, Androscoggin, Kennebec, Lincoln, and Knox. Imports had
not only been reshipped to Boston and other coastal towns but
distributed up-country to local storekeepers.
Change is inevitable. By 1826 two hundred and twenty-six new
towns had been incorporated in this eastern territory. The population
grew fivefold and new centers of importance arose. No longer did all
roads lead to Wiscasset.
A new era of shipping activity developed in these years and the
sailing horizon was vastly enlarged. Many larger vessels were built in
Wiscasset but now many came from other shipyards too, and as the
advancing machine age finally ended the opulent ship building era, it
ended the need for Wiscasset ships, too. In 1866 and 1870 fire destroyed
the wharves and fine houses along the waterfront and a third of the
town went down. By the beginning of this century, Wiscasset had
become very quiet. “ The dogs don’t even bark when the train goes by,”
a conductor on the Maine Central said. But now, after nearly a hun
dred years, change is at work again, this time for the better.
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The Men and Their Ships
Moses Carlton was Wiscasset’s largest ship owner before 1800 and
the we ilthiest man in he region. He owned ships, brigs and schooners
and also had a part interest in other vessels of various rigs.

Moses Carlton

It is recorded that an employee named Robert Dow had the respon
sibility of bringing sacks of specie by wheelbarrow up the hill to the
Carlton mansion on High Street to be emptied into chests in the cellar
for safekeeping. This was before a bank was established here.
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“ Sacks of specie”

From a worldwide trade French five franc pieces, Dutch and Scan
dinavian rix-dollars, Portuguese gold moidores, and Spanish piecesof-eight found their way to Wiscasset. Some of these got into general
circulation by being used as part of the consideration in deeds of
conveyance.
It was not an uncommon practice to collect pieces-of-eight until
one had enough to melt down. They were then taken to a local craft
sman, William Thaxter, who would fashion the metal into teaspoons
and serving spoons of great elegance. It was from this fabricating of
tableware from coins that the term “ coin silver” arose.
Moses Carlton was an affable man with generous instincts and
given to enjoying the good things life brought. By the way of his trade
with the Spanish Main a gold doubloon came into his possession. This
he took to William Thaxter who made ten brooches of it; seven, Carlton
gave to his seven daughters; three, he reserved for the wives of his three
sons.
In 1766 Abiel Wood brought his family to Wiscasset Point from
Middleboro, Massachusetts. He built ships on the foreshore and devoted
his attention to shipping lumber to Liverpool. Besides lumber cut along
the Sheepscot he had rafts of logs floated down the Kennebec and towed
through the Sasanoa into the lower Sheepscot where his ships would
load for a crossing to England. Later he owned sawmills and a box
factory. From the time of their coming to the year 1810, father and
son (Abiel, Jr.) owned a total of thirty vessels of varying rigs, and
become the largest shipowners here, after Moses Carlton.
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Ship Wiscasset, 1791. David Silvester, Esq., owner.
By today’s standards the cargo-carrying vessels of the 18th cen
tury were yacht-size. The full-rigged ship Wiscasset was 72 feet overall
length, with a beam of 23 feet, and a depth of hold (cargo space) of
11 feet. She was rated 161 90/95 tons burthen. (The 12-meter Cup
challengers vary from 70 to 72 feet overall length.) That these little
“ boats” should have carried the millions of tons of freight that they
did, across oceans, is truly remarkable.
In 1803 the brothers Johnston, John and Alexander, arrived from
Haverhill, Massachusetts with their families. They were born in Stirl
ing, Scotland, brought to America, settling first in Salem, then in
Haverhill, where they engaged in shipbuilding. John married Ann
Payson in 1772. The firm of John Johnston & Sons was a happy part
nership. John built the ships, John, Jr., sailed them, and Alexander
kept the books, disbursed the funds, and managed the trading.
The first ship built was the Stirling. She measured 99 feet along
the deck, had a beam of 24 feet 11 inches, a depth of hold of 12 feet
4 1/2 inches, and rated at 274 73/95 tons burthen. On New Year’s Day
1806 the Stirling, Capt. John Johnston, Jr., (aged 28) stood out of the
Sheepscot for New York to pick up her first cargo; destination Lon
don, St. Petersburg, and return to New York. The agent there was one
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Jacob Barker, a transplanted Wiscasset merchant and one-third owner
of the ship.
At New York three lads signed articles as foremast hands; one was
named Ned Myers, an orphan of thirteen years of age, and an impu
dent little rascal, the second was a Daniel McCoy, and the third a young
gentleman, the son of a friend of Jacob Barker’s, named James
Fenimore Cooper. With these three, the master and the mate, Mr. Irish,
and a crew representing nine nationalities (including an Englishman,
a Scot, and a Canadian) the Stirling set sail on her maiden voyage.
This voyage was plagued by searches, detentions, and im
pressments. And Cooper wrote about all of it. His Tales o f the Sea,
and Ned Myers, or Life Before the Mast came as a result of his travels
is Stirling and the experiences of the Johnstons, Senior and Junior, were
woven into many other of his sea stories.
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Othello was of 360 tons burthen, owned by Capt. Richard Hawley
Tucker. He boasted: “ ... she earned a large amount of money for her
owners and never cost the insurance company a dollar.”
Othello traded between LeHavre, Liverpool and Charleston. Dur
ing the Gold Rush era she sailed to San Francisco and was sold there.
She ended her days as a warehouse, having a large hole cut into her
side and eventually being incorporated into a large wharf. This was
not too unusual for sailing vessels that ended up on the Pacific Coast.
No longer needed at sea, or deserted by their crews in the wild rush for
the gold field, their stout Maine timbers were put to other uses.
The same Capt. Richard Tucker was owner of the ship Alliance,
with Daniel Stone. His two sons, Richard Holbrook and Joseph, both
served as masters.
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Alliance, 524 tons, built in Kittery, Maine, in 1836.
The patriarch of this family was Richard Tucker who began his
career as one of Abiel Wood’s captains. Between 1795 and 1878 the
Tuckers owned 27 vessels, most of them ship-rigged. The Tuckers made
many passages to Livepool in Alliance, hauling cotton across the Atlan
tic and returning to Wiscasset with cargoes of salt.
The ship Richard III was built at Portsmouth, N.H., for Richard
Holbrook Tucker in 1858-59. But close to launch day-always an ex
citing time of picnic lunches and much noise by small boys and dogs
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in any seafaring town -- no name had been chosen for the ship. Coin
cidentally, Mrs. Tucker was delivered of a baby boy who was named
Richard Hawley for his grandfather, making him the third Richard H.
in direct line. Such an omen and gift from the gods could not be
overlooked, so the vessel was promptly christened Richard III and slid
down the ways into the Piscataqua River to a long and useful life. She
measured 175 feet on the deck, had a beam of 34 feet and a depth of
hold of 23.6 feet. She was rated at 985 tons burthen.

The career of Richard III illustrates well the splendid work these
latter-day vessels performed. Much of the freight carried by Tucker
vessels was cotton, and for ten years Richard Holbrook Tucker lived
in Charleston, S.C., as the family’s agent. On a voyage to Liverpool
Richard III would load 4,000 bales of cotton, rice and naval stores (tar,
pitch and turpentine). To the Baltic she would carry a full load of cot
ton and return with a few bales of furs, but the main burden of her
cargo would consist of railroad bars from Russia’s great iron works
in the Ural Mountains.
Richard III was a fast sailer. On one trip to the Baltic taking full
advantage of the Gulf Stream, she dropped anchor off Laeso Island
(in the Kattegat) thirty-five days out from Charleston. Her cargoes from
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Wiscasset consisted of assorted wood products from the mills that had
been established at Birch Point and elsewhere. She carried coal around
Cape Horn to San Francisco, returning with hides and various western
products.
Unknown to master and crew, Richard III once left St. Petersburg
with a stowaway aboard. The young man was the son of a Russian
nobleman and had been implicated in a Nihilist plot to assassinate Tsar
Alexander II. The father, fully aware of what might happen to his son
if captured, hid the boy aboard the ship leaving for America. It is
reported that father and son never saw each other again.

Golden Horn, 1,193 tons, built at Wiscasset in 1854.

The clipper ship Golden Horn was launched from the yard of Clark
& Wood at Wiscasset in 1854.
Golden Horn was 186 feet on deck with a beam of 37 feet and
a depth of hold of 23 feet. She served her owners and masters well,
but her Maine connection was severed when she was sold and went under
the British flag in 1863 to escape capture by Confederate raiders.
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General George S. Patton’s When and //'launched at Wiscasset
1939

When and I f is a fine example of the work-horse schooners known
as “ Coasters.” Most were two-masted, though some boasted three
“ sticks.” These vessels were economical to operate because they car
ried small crews. “ A man per mast” was the rule.
More than forty Coasters used Wiscasset as home port. They car
ried freight, passengers and mail back and forth from here to Portland,
Portsmouth, Boston, Philadelphia and as far south as Charleston and
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Savannah with calls at intermediate ports, weather and wind permit
ting. One vessel named Pearl was engaged exclusively in carrying hay
and bricks from Wiscasset’s brickyards to Boston.
These “ Coasters” soon became part of the yachting world. The
F.F. Pendleton yard, for example, located near today’s Yacht Club,
turned out over forty schooners for private use, right up to the 1960’s.
One of last last big ones was When and If, commissioned by General
George S. Patton and launched in 1939. So named, the story goes,
because when the next war ended and if he survived, the General’s
dream was to sail her around the world. Though he did survive the war,
his dream was unfulfilled. He died in an auto accident in 1945. Today
When and I f i s still a seaworthy vessel harking back to the days when
the pace of life at sea depended largely on the way the wind blew.

17

Old Houses of Wiscasset

LEE-TUCKER HOUSE, 1807
Known locally as Castle Tucker
Built by Silas Lee, who came to Wiscasset to practice law in 1789.
Castle Tucker, the second of his houses, was designed by a Scotch ar
chitect, Robert Stuart, and is said to have been a replica of Sheriff
Manor in Dunbar, Scotland.
Judge Lee was a victim of the spotted fever epidemic of 1814, and
after he died the house went through a succession of owners. In ’857
it was bought by Richard Holbrook Tucker, a sea captain and
shipowner, who added the outbuildings and the glass-enclosed gallery
to the east. The house, still in the possession of Captain Tucker’s descen
dants, is a museum of Victorian furnishings and a vivid witness to
Wiscasset’s last days as a major seaport.
Open to the public on weekdays, 11 to 4, during July and August,
and by appointment in June and from September 1st to October 15th.
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WOOD - FOOTE HOUSE, 1810
Construction on this house, begun in 1810, was interrupted by the
War of 1812, and it was only completed 14 years later for Major Abiel
Wood, Jr., the son of General Abiel Wood. With its high-studded
rooms and handsome fittings, it is a fine example of the houses of the
Federal period which were built by the rich shipowners of New England.
There is a charming barn at the back, ornamented with pilasters, where
not so long ago Major Wood’s descendants kept a flock of white fantail pigeons.
The house was sold in 1883 to Freeman Parker Erskine but was
bought back twenty-five years later by Erastus Foote, Jr., Major
Wood’s great-grandson, and is now in possession of Mr. Foote’s greatniece, Margaret White Stetson.
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THE CARLTON HOUSE, 1804
Joseph Tinkham Wood, a shipowner, and son of General Abiel
Wood, built this house and promptly traded it to Major Moses Carlton,
Jr., for a cargo of 100 puncheons of rum, which he sold for $12,000.
The Carltons lived in their house for 50 years and according to one
old Wiscasset hand, “ were the happiest of couples, and in their house
the poor and the defenseless never failed to find refuge.”
Tradition says the architect was Nicholas Codd, who designed the
Cottrell House in Damariscotta and “ Kavanagh” at Damariscotta Mills.
A stately front hall and a lovely winding staircase are features of special
interest. In 1878 the house was spruced up with lengthened windows
and heavy cornices to suit Victorian taste but recently it has been
restored to its original lines by a new and appreciative owner, Logan
Luke.
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SCOTT-CHASE HOUSE, 1852
Built as a double house for Henry Clark and Captain George
Wood, the property was acquired by Captain Jonathon Scott some years
later. His descendants lived there until 1956.
In 1962 the 31-room house was bought by Lois and Danilo Konvalinka who converted it into a “ Musical Wonder House” to display
their collection of 250 mechanical musical instruments ranging from
a 3-inch music box to a pneumatic organ.

Open to the public fo r a fee during the summer.
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LEE-PAYSON-SMITH HOUSE, 1792
This is the first of the five houses built in Wiscasset by Judge Silas
Lee, Harvard graduate, Class of 1784, member of Congress, and Chief
Justice of the Court of Common Pleas. In a journal of travels in Maine,
kept in 1796, the Rev. Paul Coffin refers to the house as “ the noble
edifice of Lawyer Lee.”
Two wings were destroyed by fire in 1957 but the main house is
intact and is of interest to architects because of a certain monumental
quality created by its serene proportions and the classic portico and
pilasters and ornamental detail. It is one of the two Wiscasset houses
featured in Richardson Wright’s “ Great Georgian Houses of America.”
The other is Castle Tucker.
In 1807 Judge Lee sold his noble edifice to General David Payson
and in 1831 it came into the hands of Samuel Emerson Smith who was
at that time governor of Maine. It is still owned by his descendants.
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COLBY-ADAMS-CLAPP HOUSE, 1768
Known locally as Lilac Cottage
This property was conveyed in 1789 to John Adams, mariner, “ in
consideration of the sum of fifty pounds.” The antiquity of the house
is evident in the details of construction. Joists of white oak were hewn
into an arch set on stone piers to make the footing for the central
chimney and the rooms are fitted with the wide fireplaces and handy
wall cupboards typical of early houses.
In the years after World War One, when Wiscasset was becalmed,
as its sailors would have said, this house was one of five fine old places
saved from ruin by Frances Sortwell, who worked with enthusiasm and
great good sense for the improvement of the town. The abandoned
houses she bought and restored have come into their own again now,
the library and museums she encouraged are thriving, and life in
Wiscasset continues to be enriched by what this farsighted woman ac
complished 50 years ago.
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NICKELS - SORTWELL HOUSE, 1807
Built by Captain William Nickels, this house is a fine example ol
the Federal style. Of special interest are the Palladian and lunette win
dows of the facade and the interior woodwork with its nautical motifs.
Labor was a dollar a day when the house was built for $14,000, and
it is said that the woodwork in the front hall took one man two years
to complete. Captain Nickels and his young wife died soon after their
house was finished in 1812 and it became an inn until 1900, when it
was bought and rescued by Alvin F. Sortwell of Cambridge,
Massachusetts. His daughter, Frances A. Sortwell, left the house, and
much of the Sortwell’s beautiful furniture, to The Society for the Preser
vation if New England Antiquities.
Open to the public, Tuesday through Sunday, 10 - 5, June to
October.
Opposite the Sortwell House is the “ Sunken Garden,’’ set inside
the massive cellar walls of the Hilton House which burned to the ground
in 1903.
It is open to the public.
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KINGSBURY - NICKELS - THEOBALD HOUSE, 1763
Built by Colonel John Kingsbury, this is the oldest house of which
there is a written record, and the first two-story house built at Wiscasset
Point. The architecture is simple compared to the Federal houses of
30 years later, but it reflects the style and elegance which marked the
period even on the frontier.
Colonel Kingsbury died in 1764 but his widow lived on in their
house for some time. It was sold about 1796 to Captain William Nickels
who moved it from Main Street, where it was built, to its present loca
tion - - “ Any house could be moved,” they used to say, “ with 90 yoke
of oxen and five gallons of rum.” The next owner was Dr. Philip Ernst
Theobald, whose father had come to this country as a chaplain to the
Hessian troops serving in the British Army of General Sir John
Burgoyne, and since then the house has passed through many hands.
Remarkably, it has seen very little alteration since Colonel Kingsbury
built it more than 200 years ago.
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THE OCTAGON HOUSE, 1855
When this house was built by Captain George Scott in 1855 it was
a sensation. It follows the elaborate plan devised by Orson Fowler who
believed that an octagon could provide more living space for a given
area than the conventional rectangular form. In Captain Scott’s house
there are four rooms (rectangular, by the way) on each story, disposed
around a central hall, with closets and vestibules “ wedged” between
them to fill in the angles bounded by the outer walls. A special feature
of the interior was a built-in water closet supplied by a cistern in the
attic and powered by gravity - and this in a day when Wiscasset’s
20-room mansions were still dependent on their deal-paneled privies.
Captain Scott had central heating too, achieved by means of a boiler
in the cellar with iron arms spread up to the rooms above - “ rather
like a Christmas tree,” according to one interested neighbor.
A finishing touch is the front gate, cast in iron to imitate rustic
wood, in the fanciful Victorian style.
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Churches and Public Buildings

LINCOLN COUNTY COURTHOUSE* 1824
This courthouse is believed to be the oldest in continuous use in
New England. Court records stored here are in excellent condition and
go back to grants from Samoset, Chief of the Wawenock Indians, dated
1625, and the Sachem “ Robinhood,” dated 1639.
Court in Wiscasset was originally held in a two-story frame house
at the foot of the common, and during the 1823 term Nathaniel Cof
fin, attorney and clerk of courts, was appointed agent to oversee the
building of a fireproof courthouse. The cornerstone was laid in May
1824 and the Supreme Court sat in its new building in September of
that year. From Coffin’s records we know that 12,780 pressed bricks
were used for the much admired facade; that one B. Adams supplied
the marble keystone for the entrance; and that $127.08 was paid out
for rum. Nothing in early days, whether it was the raising of a barn,
or the building of a ship, was done without a supply of this fortifying
beverage. Mr. Coffin’s total came to $10,843.09. In 1950 the wing on
the north side was added.
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THE CONGREGATIONAL CHURCH
The present Congregational Church is the third one on the same
site. The first church, built in 1767, later had a bell cast by Paul Revere
installed in its belfry and the steeple was topped by a vane, also made
by Revere, which told weather-conscious townspeople which way the
wind was blowing.
This building was torn down in 1840 because it was so hard to heat.
As the Rev. Hezekiah Packard’s son, Alpheus, remembered, “ those
cold winter Sabbaths in the frigid Meeting House the minister delivered
his sermons in surtout, cloak, and black silk gloves.”
The second church was destroyed by fire in 1907, only the vane
and a few pounds of the Revere bell being salvaged.
The third church was dedicated in 1909. Cast into the present bell
is some forty pounds of Paul Revere’s original and his old weather vane
on top of the steeple still heads into the wind, shining bright.
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When the church was built by the Baptist Society in 1822 there
was no Episcopal congregation in Wiscasset and it was 80 years after
the Revolution before an Episcopal Parish was established. In 1856 the
Baptists’ church, then vacant, was taken over by the newly organized
Episcopalians and renamed St. Philip’s. Within six months of its con
secration St. Philip’s was presented with the font, a gift from the
children of the Parish, and in 1868 the Rectory was built next door.
For 30 years of its long and active history St. Philip’s had no
minister, but every Sunday services were conducted by a volunteer lay
reader, Henry Van Bergen Nash. No one who heard him will ever forget
the beauty of the traditional lessons and prayers as he read them, and
the peal of his baritone raised in triumphant gladness to keep the choir
on time. “ He devoted his life to unsurpassed Christian work in this
town,’’ said one member of St. Philip’s, “ a labor which ceased only
with his death.’’
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WISCASSET PUBLIC LIBRARY
The Wiscasset Social Library opened in 1799 with 1,300 books.
During the early years the library had its ups and downs and there were
times when it was out of business and its books were stored in the
Customs House.
In 1903 Andrew Carnegie was approached for assistance. He was
a patron of public libraries all over the country and he had, besides,
a special connection with Wiscasset, having sailed for this country in
1848 aboard the bark Wiscasset. He made an offer of $4,000 for a
library building provided that enough money could be raised annually
to assure the continued operation of the library. The town decided it
could not guarantee that and Mr. Carnegie withdrew his offer. The
library then became a community cause, and in 1929 it was installed
in the present building. Today, with an annual circulation of 30,000
books, the Hortense Feme Art Collection, and the treasured Children’s
Room, the Wiscasset Public Library is considered one of the best small
libraries in the state. A valuable and detailed reference work, Fannie
S. Chase’s Wiscasset in Pownalborough, is available here.
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THE LINCOLN COUNTY JAIL, 1811
In 1809, when the cornerstone of the “ new” jail was laid, Wiscasset
was a roaring seaport, almost twice as large as it is today. Sailors ashore
after their long, hard voyages and lumbermen in from the lonely woods
created an “ element of disorder” for which the old wooden jail was
no longer adequate. Six thousand dollars was appropriated for a new
jail which was built of granite from the Edgecomb quarries across the
river. For the times it was a humane institution, since small numbers
of prisoners could be held in the 12 cells instead of being thrown all
together into a common dungeon.
The jail was in continuous use from 1811 until it was closed by
High Sheriff Stanley Waltz in 1953. Sheriff Waltz was eager to preserve
the historic old structure and he enlisted the help of Mildred Burrage
of Wiscasset. Together they succeeded in forming the Lincoln County
Cultural and Historical Association, and by an act of the State
Legislature the jail complex became the Association’s headquarters. The
jailer’s house has been turned into a museum, and exhibitions cover
ing 200 years of Maine arts and skills are shown there every summer.
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POWNALBOROUGH COURTHOUSE, 1761
PownaJborough Courthouse stands on the Kennebec River 12 miles
west of Wiscasset, but is included here because it is so closely connected
with the early history of Wiscasset when it was no town at all, but a
district of Pownalborough township.
The Courthouse, a rare and wonderful relic of the frontier, is the
only one in Maine built before the Revolution. It was the work of the
housewrignt, Gershom Flagg, who was instructed to provide one room
on the second floor measuring 20 x 40 feet, “ to be fitted with boxes
and benches and all things needed for a court chamber.” All Flagg’s
building materials had to come by water as there were no roads for
transport, but a most impressive chamber was produced according to
specifications, and John Adams, Daniel Webster, and Robert Paine
argued cases here.
The Courthouse is now owned by the Lincoln County Cultural and
Historical Society and is open to the public during the summer. In ad
dition to the interest of the ancient interior and the displays of crafts
and historical documents, a beautiful nature trail leads from the Cour
thouse along the river.
To reach Pownalborough Courthouse, take Route 27 West from
Wiscasset. A t 9.7 miles, turn left on Route 128 fo r 2.6 miles.
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The Wiscasset Female Charitable
Society
The Wiscasset Female Charitable Society was founded in 1805
when Wiscasset ships were known around the world and the town’s
fortunes were at their peak. Thirty Wiscasset women, meeting at Mrs.
Silas Lee’s house on High Street, decided to form a “ Society for
Benevolent Purposes for the relief of widows and female orphans.’’
At this meeting $76 was pledged, and a Presidentess, Secretary, and
a Treasurer were voted to office, together with six Directresses.
Annual dues of the Society have varied through the years. Star
ting at $1, they were later lowered to 25 cents, returned to 50 cents,
and today stand at $2. All the founding ladies were wives or otherwise
related to the 30 members of the Fire Society who, having a charitable
bent of their own, donated $100 each to fund the good works the ladies
were planning to do. The money was deposited in a savings bank and
to this day the principal is sacrosanct. Charitable gifts are financed from
dues, donations, and interest on the principal.
Records of the Society show that in early times the greatest need
was for firewood (later for coal), and flannel nightgowns topped the
list of urgent necessities. The names of the neighbors who needed help
were usually not recorded, and never are today.
Unless an emergency arises, the Society distributes its gifts early
in December. Membership has fluctuated through the years and now
stands at about 200. The Annual Meeting is held in August and the
officers and directresses (the old terms are still in use) meet in late fall
to plan the Christmas giving.
In the 183 years of its existence the Wiscasset Female Charitable
Society has never missed an annual meeting. In a new departure
members are expanding their activities and the Society’s resources by
opening their houses and providing dinners - for a sum - for the quarter
ly meetings of the Wiscasset Fire Society.
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The Wiscasset Fire Society
The Society, founded in 1801, is among the earliest Volunteer Fire
Departments in the country.
At the first meeting the purpose of the Society was stated: “ To
aid in the prevention and extinguishment of fires in the Town of
Wiscasset, and particularly by our mutual efforts to save and protect
the property of our members when endangered thereby, and on all oc
casions to promote the interest, happiness and prosperity of each
other.” Membership was limited to 30 and to this day vacancies arise
only through death, a member moving away from Wiscasset, or fail
ing to attend four consecutive meetings, in which case his name can
be struck from the rolls. A requirement of early members was that each
should provide two leather water buckets and two bags which could
serve as grab bags for small valuables snatched up by a man on the
run. The Society has always met quarterly on the second Tuesday of
January, April, July and October.
In the beginning the members performed good deeds over and
above fighting fires. They planted trees, mended cemetery fences, kept
the Pound for wandering animals, assisted widows and others in need,
and manned river defenses during the War of 1812.
Wiscasset has suffered vitally from disastrous fires, and in 1866
and 1870 just missed being wiped out. For many years, even after fire
fighting became a town responsibility, every man’s help was needed
when fire broke out. Today there are engines with 3000-gallon tanks
to answer the alarms, instead of the Fire Society with their leather
buckets. Nevertheless, the members, as always, continue to meet on
the quarterly Tuesdays and on all occasions to “ promote the interest,
happiness and prosperity of each other.”
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Memory Bank
COURTLY BEHAVIOR
Back in 1788, according to court records, a cow valued at four
pounds was stolen from a local plantation owner and damage to the
plantation, “ as he saith,” was set at four pounds. The first trial was
held in June 1789 and then continued from term to term until January
1790 when the guilty verdict was finally reached. The accused was assess
ed only one pound, eight shillings as damage for the owner, but the
court costs were nine pounds, three shillings, seven pence!
* * * * *

In 1836 William Temple was given a life sentence at the state prison
for burning a meeting house in the night. Earlier arsonist John Bumford fared better. Locked up for burning a barn on June 16, 1802, he
escaped on October 21, “ the gaol being insufficient.”
*****

Ten-year-old Ensign Worthing was sent to jail for thirty days for
breaking and stealing in July 1846. For his second offense in October
1846 he was sent to the state prison for six years.
*****

During one term of court a convicted rapist was released on bond,
but a man who killed a goose was jailed for a month.
*****

Then there was Ebenezer Dunton: Rape, March 26, 1837; releas
ed April 21, 1837. Rape: May 24, 1837; released June 27, 1837. Rape:
October 28, 1837; released December 25, 1837.
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* * * * *

Perhaps there’s some connection with these court clippings and
the fact that the Maine Missionary Society celebrated its twenty-fifth
anniversary in Wiscasset on June 27, 1832. In a quarter of a century
their numbers had increased from forty to nearly a thousand and all
of them laboring right here in Maine.
WAR STORY
The War of 1812 had an economic effect on Wiscasset but the bat
tles were fought elsewhere. An off-beat moment during that troubled
era occurred on June 20, 1812 when one Captain Milne dropped an
chor and moored His Majesty’s Ship Bulwark in the Sheepscot River
close to Fowles Point on nearby Westport Island. His orders were to
harass the enemy, destroy any boats he found, and create enough of
a nuisance so there would be no doubt that His Majesty was indeed
displeased with the upstarts who dared dispute the might of the Royal
Navy. Captain Milne, evidently a rather unusual officer of his time,
managed to do all this without actually harming any of the upstart
citizens.
He launched two boats, each boasting a swivel gun and a crew of
forty marines, and sent them up the river. When they arrived at the
Fowles Point settlement, they fired several shots over the roofs of the
dwellings. The upstarts fled into the woods. Everyone except an old
man, that is. He was either too old or too stubborn to head for the
woods, so he stood his ground and watched as the marines landed and
gathered up the spoils of war - Mrs. Fowles’ freshly churned butter
and her slipcoat cheese pie: rare treats, no doubt, aboard a Royal Man
O’War. He watched as they did some token damage to a few cabins,
and finally as they went back to their boats, he watched them take his
only extra pair of pants which were drying on the line.
The conquerors proceeded upriver and were then suddenly fired
upon from the Edgecomb side of the river. The shot missed and the
gunners fled. The angry marines headed for ashore again. Once there
they spiked the gun and rolled it into the river. Then they sent a message
to Fort Edgecomb. “ We’ll dine this day in Wiscasset!” The recorded
response: “ If you dine at Wiscasset, you’ll sup in hell!”
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They did not dine there. In face it’s said that none of the enemy
ever entered Wiscasset during the entire war. What happened to the
two boats filled with marines? Tired of rowing, they drifted with the
tide back to the HMS Bulwark and took aboard the butter and the pie
and the old man’s pants. Captain Milne probably never reported this
event to their Lordships of the Admiralty.
*****

Wiscasset lobstermen say, “ If you’ve never been lost in the fog
or gone aground, you haven’t been anywhere.”
* * * * *

ALL OVER TOWN
Imagine what Mary Tucker thought when she read this letter from
her sister Jennie A. Tucker, written September 14, 1894:
“ Two weeks ago I went down in a diver’s suit! We rowed up to
Clarke’s Point to the iron bridge to see a Portland diver named Gor
don go down, and afterwards he let me put in the suit. He said I was
the second woman on record who ever went down and that I showed
more nerve and courage than any man he ever saw go down for the
first time. When I was getting the big brass helmet screwed in place,
up came the Spires family in their launch with some others. They
couldn’t see me as I was all covered up, but when I came up I had the
head piece off quick and then they saw who it was! The expression of
surprise and horror on Annie’s and Florence’s faces was the funniest
thing ever. It’s all over town, of course. I thought I was safe enough
- no one was in sight when I started. Ma and Dick didn’t hear of it.
They were out to Monhegan. I shall tell Ma when she comes home,
but don’t want Dick to know as he would be so shocked.”
The Lewiston Weekly Journal reported the event as “ a daring act
by the daughter of a retired sea captain of Wiscasset ... she described
the sensation as something terrible.”
Some 60 years later, infirm, deaf, and hard up for cash in her drafty
“ Castle” , Jennie sent another note to a neighbor who had asked her
to a garden party:
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“ It was good of you to invite me, Marion, but in my present state
I cannot inflict myself on your guests. I know I should have been up
on my damp cloud long ago, playing my harp, but I am glad to be still
around because everything is so interesting.’’
*****

A W’scasset spinster says: “ It’s better to be lonely than to wish
you were.”
*****

“YES, BUT WHAT’S IT LIKE IN THE WINTER?”
In Maine they say if you don’t like the weather, wait a minute.
Of course, what happened in the winter of 1826 took more than a minute
coming and going. On a winter’s day that year eleven-year-old Alex
ander Johnston walked on the ice from Wiscasset to Westport Island
and then on over to Edgecomb. An hour later, his diary also revels,
he returned the same way, just in time to get a severe reprimand from
his father at Johnson’s Wharf (LeGarage Restaurant) for his foolhar
dy adventure. The same day father also reprimanded Kenallum
Cushman for taking his sleigh from Cushman’s Point and going over
the ice past Birch Point and Steam Mill Island to Wiscasset the Ferry
Boat way! Fifteen years later Alexander look his wife-to-be Sarah for
a stroll on the again frozen river. One of the last such weather reports
was written by J. T. Albee on the wall of the Custom House on January
21, 1875: “ Walked on the river from Johnson’s Wharf to Davis Island
on the ice.”
*****

THE TOUR
“ Done much travelling outside Maine, Randall?”
“ Well, back in ’32 my brother and I decided to go to California.”
“ Did you drive?”
“ Oh, sure. Took about a week to pack up the old Ford truck. Well,
sir, we got over to New Hampshire and decided we didn’t like it, so
we come home.”
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PEOPLE FROM AWAY
On Thursday afternoon, June 12th, 1873, a crowd of townspeo
ple gathered at Wiscasset’s new railroad station to welcome nine
Eskimos, two men, two women, and five children, who were coming
to spend the summer at Grover’s Tavern outside of town. They had
been part of the Polaris “ drift party” , a group which also included
10 Americans, who had escaped onto an ice floe the previous October
when they had to abandon their ship, Polaris, which had been crushed
against icebergs off the coast of Greenland. For six months in the winter
night they drifted south on the floe, living in snow huts built by the
Eskimos, and depending for food on the seals they could shoot.
“ We survive through God’s mercy,” the captain noted in his jour
nal, “ and through the Eskimo’s ability as hunters.”
Miraculously they did survive and were picked up May 1st off New
foundland by the ship Tigress, and from there were taken to
Washington. For the Eskimos, Washington’s summer heat was another
terrible ordeal, and it was decided to send them to Wiscasset where the
climate was more congenial for Greenlanders. Once installed at Grover’s
Tavern they chose to live in the cool, dark cellar. Over the summer
they became a familiar and diverting sight, strolling around the coun
try roads and defending themselves vigorously, with palm-leaf fans,
against the prevailing 65-degree temperature.
In the end they were all taken back to their high latitudes, never
to return except in song and story.
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Visionary and Dictator
It was a good day for Wiscasset when Madeline and Mildred Burrage arrived here shortly after World War II and settled into
Tempera ice Lee’s house on Lee Street, just west of Castle Tucker.
Madeline Burrage designed and made jewelry, specializing in Maine
crystal and tourmalines, and her pieces are now in museums as well as
in private hands. Her sister, Mildred, a gifted and original painter,
worked with Maine mica and gold leaf and oils to produce her glow
ing, non-objective studies in light and color.
Mildred Burrage was also an amateur historian and a passionate
preservationist. Her first enterprise after coming to Wiscasset was to
join the High Sheriff of Lincoln County in the effort to preserve the
1811 jail and the jailer’s house on Federal street. After taking the case
all the way to the Legislature they succeeded, and at the same time Miss
Burrage was active in forming the Lincoln County Cultural and
Historical Association, and she became its first Director. With head
quarters in the former jailer’s house she built the new Association into
a force for preservation and progress in the County. Wiscasset’s fine
old Academy was her next project, and under the Association’s auspices
the empty building was re-opened as the Maine Art Gallery. Then came
the Pownalborough Courthouse, a relic of the frontier and a great
historical treasure located seven miles away on the Kennebec. The state
ly building and its beautiful site were acquired, restored, and opened
to the public. And all the time the Association and its Director were
active in encouraging sculptors and painters and craftsmen all around
the County and the State. In pursuit of her many aims Mildred Bur
rage drove herself hard, along with everyone else she could recruit, and
the reward has been a permanent improvement in the life of the town
and the County.
“ Mildred is both a visionary and a dictator, and there’s no use
being one without the other,’’ said her colleague and admirer,
Wenderoth Saunders.
She died in her 90’s, having made a lifetime of visions come true.
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In Conclusion

In 1806 Wiscasset had three Innholders and twenty-six retailers who
were taxed a total of $372. Now Wiscasset’s citizens pay over seven
million dollars in taxes. Today’s population of twenty-eight hundred
reflects a diversified cross-section of people from many walks of like,
including both Mainers and more and more people “ from away.”

Many new businesses have appeared in the recent past, and there
is growing concern among some of the citizens as to just what the future
holds. At the moment Wiscasset is trying to lay the groundwork for
a comprehensive growth plan with the support of both Mainers and
people “ from away,” all of whom are keenly aware that state and local
regulations have not kept up with today’s rapid development; aware,
too, that the quality of life in the town is at stake. One can only hope
that in the future visitors and local residents will be able to look upon
this part of Maine and still find Wiscasset as unique as its name.

Thank You
The Wiscasset Library wishes to thank Mrs. Loyd Lowndes, Mrs.
Ruth Lapper Gardner, William Glennon, Joseph Reed and Crosby
Hodgman for their assistance in re-editing this publication.
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